
Grade 4 Writing

Expository
Scoring Guide

March 2015

Copyright © 2015, Texas Education Agency. All rights reserved. Reproduction of all 
or portions of this work is prohibited without express written permission from Texas 
Education Agency.



Grade 4 Writing
Expository Prompt

READ the information in the box below.

In the book Oh, the Places You’ll Go!,
Dr. Seuss writes, “Today is your day! Your
mountain is waiting. So . . . get on your way!”

THINK about all the different places you could visit or things you could do in the
future.

WRITE about something that you look forward to doing. Tell what you want to
do and explain why you want to do it.

Be sure to —

• clearly state your central idea
• organize your writing
• develop your writing in detail
• choose your words carefully
• use correct spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and sentences



STAAR Grade 4 Expository

Score Point 1 

The essay represents a very limited writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

The organizing structure of the essay is inappropriate to the purpose or the 
specific demands of the prompt. The writer uses organizational strategies 
that are only marginally suited to the explanatory task, or they are 
inappropriate or not evident at all. The absence of a functional organizational 
structure causes the essay to lack clarity and direction. 

Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the 
central idea is missing, unclear, or illogical. The writer may fail to maintain 
focus on the topic, may include extraneous information, or may shift abruptly 
from idea to idea, weakening the coherence of the essay. 

The writer’s progression of ideas is weak. Repetition or wordiness sometimes 
causes serious disruptions in the flow of the essay. At other times the lack of 
transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections causes the writer to 
present ideas in a random or illogical way, making one or more parts of the 
essay unclear or difficult to follow. 

Development of Ideas 

The development of ideas is weak. The essay is ineffective because the writer 
uses details and examples that are inappropriate, vague, or insufficient. 

The essay is insubstantial because the writer’s response to the prompt is 
vague or confused. In some cases, the essay as a whole is only weakly linked 
to the prompt. In other cases, the writer develops the essay in a manner that 
demonstrates a lack of understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

The writer’s word choice may be vague or limited. It reflects little or no 
awareness of the expository purpose and does not establish a tone 
appropriate to the task. The word choice may impede the quality and clarity 
of the essay. 

Sentences are simplistic, awkward, or uncontrolled, significantly limiting the 
effectiveness of the essay. 

The writer has little or no command of sentence boundaries and age-
appropriate spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage 
conventions. Serious and persistent errors create disruptions in the fluency of 
the writing and sometimes interfere with meaning. 
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Score Point 1
The writer of this response would like to go to Disneyland. Although the essay is in 
an appropriate expository form, repetition (e.g., paragraph two; the introduction and 
conclusion) slows the progression of ideas. The writer attempts to develop the essay 
by naming some of the Disney characters she wants to see, but the development is 
vague and insufficient. The primary issue with this response is the lack of control 
of conventions. Severe and frequent spelling and usage errors create disruptions in 
the fluency of the response. The combination of weak conventions and insufficient 
development results in a very limited writing performance. 
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Score Point 1
The writer’s central idea is that he hopes to go to a carnival in Miami. The writer 
attempts to develop this idea by listing the reasons for his choice: it will fun to play 
games, get on a rollercoaster, and be able to get anything he wants at the carnival. 
However, these reasons are undeveloped and repetitious (am going to go play game 
get on rollercoaster; they have prizes, rollarcoasters and games). For this reason, the 
response represents a very limited writing performance.
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Score Point 1
The writer announces that she wants to be in the Dr. Seuss book Oh, The Places You’ll 
Go, from which the quotation in the box is taken. Instead of explaining why she wants 
to be in the imaginary confines of this book, she lists what she will do (eat candy 
and ride in a hot air balloon). The writer focuses the development of these ideas on 
cautionary statements (Caution candy has lots of sugar in it so don’t eat too much) and 
the findings of studies (Studies has shown that hot air ballons are maybe safe). These 
details and examples are inappropriate because they are only weakly connected to the 
prompt. Overall, the writer demonstrates a lack of understanding of this particular 
writing task.
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Score Point 1
In the first sentence of this unfocused essay, the writer attempts to establish a central 
idea (you want to go some were big like New Yourk or the beach. . . Mexico or Paric). 
However, the writer’s inability to manage four possible destinations makes the central 
idea unclear. The random presentation of these different possibilities weakens the 
coherence of the essay, and the abrupt shifts from place to place cause serious disruptions 
in the progression of ideas. The essay is further weakened by awkward, uncontrolled 
sentences and frequent errors in language conventions. The lack of control at the word, 
sentence, and idea levels causes this essay to be very limited.



STAAR Grade 4 Expository

Score Point 2 

The essay represents a basic writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

The organizing structure of the essay is evident but may not always be 
appropriate to the purpose or the specific demands of the prompt. The essay 
is not always clear because the writer uses organizational strategies that are 
only somewhat suited to the expository task. 

Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the 
writer’s central idea is weak or somewhat unclear. The lack of an effective 
central idea or the writer’s inclusion of irrelevant information interferes with 
the focus and coherence of the essay. 

The writer’s progression of ideas is not always logical and controlled. 
Sometimes repetition or wordiness causes minor disruptions in the flow of 
the essay. At other times transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections 
are too perfunctory or weak to support the flow of the essay or show the 
relationships among ideas. 

Development of Ideas 

The development of ideas is minimal. The essay is superficial because the 
writer uses details and examples that are not always appropriate or are too 
briefly or partially presented. 

The essay reflects little or no thoughtfulness. The writer’s response to the 
prompt is sometimes formulaic. The writer develops the essay in a manner 
that demonstrates only a limited understanding of the expository writing 
task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

The writer’s word choice may be general or imprecise. It reflects a basic 
awareness of the expository purpose but does little to establish a tone 
appropriate to the task. The word choice may not contribute to the quality 
and clarity of the essay. 

Sentences are awkward or only somewhat controlled, weakening the  
effectiveness of the essay.  

The writer demonstrates a partial command of sentence boundaries and age-
appropriate spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage 
conventions. Some distracting errors may be evident, at times creating minor 
disruptions in the fluency or meaning of the writing. 
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Score Point 2
The writer’s central idea is that he looks forward to going to Australia. The explanatory quality of 
the response indicates an awareness of the expository task, but the development of ideas is minimal. 
In the second paragraph, for example, the writer simply lists details (eating delicious foods, seeing 
animals like kangaroos and koalas, playing with my stepbrothers and sister) without explaining any 
of them. In the third paragraph, the writer attempts to add additional details, but some repetition 
is evident (cool animals, delicious foods). In addition, the third body paragraph is focused on the 
possible drawbacks of going to Australia. While the ideas in this paragraph are related to the topic 
of going to Australia, they do not directly support the central idea. Overall, this essay represents a 
basic writing performance.
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Score Point 2
The writer states that she would like to visit Paris and provides three reasons for her choice. Although 
the writer provides details to explain some of these reasons (The Eiffel tower is colossal, beautiful; I 
think by speaking French it will help me learn new things), the development overall is superficial. In 
addition, the writer uses the same phrasing to introduce new ideas and transition from idea to idea 
(…the place I want to visit is Paris; Let me explain why I want to visit Paris; One of the reasons why 
I want to visit Paris; This is another reason why I want to visit Paris). This repetitive phrasing causes 
the writing to be wordy and significantly weakens the progression of ideas. The writer demonstrates an 
adequate control of sentences and a command of conventions, but the overall effectiveness of this essay 
is limited and reflects a basic writing performance.  
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Score Point 2
In this basic essay, the writer identifies Russia as his future destination of choice. He 
provides a number of reasons to explain this choice and adds some detail (unique 
buildings…famous swirly top buildings; white plush snow…ice cream wonderland), 
but the overall development of ideas is minimal. In addition, the progression of ideas 
is not always logical and controlled. The writer’s lack of transitions as he moves from 
imagining works of art to skiing down mountains to describing unique buildings 
to experiencing snow weakens the sentence-to-sentence connections and causes the 
writing to be jumpy.    
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Score Point 2
The writer identifies three reasons for wanting to go to Hawaii (it is beautiful, it is fun, it has a great 
view). She attempts to develop these reasons, but her general word choice causes the development 
to be superficial (flowers are so pretty; different insects there are wonderful; fish are very colorful). 
The approach to the writing task is formulaic because of the writer’s use of perfunctory transitions 
throughout the essay (There are three reasons why; Here are my three reasons; The first reason; 
Another reason; The last reason; Those are my three reasons). The lack of meaningful transitions 
causes minor disruptions in the flow of the essay. Because the writer is unable to build meaning 
from one idea to the next, the coherence of the essay is weakened. Overall, this essay represents a 
basic writing performance. 
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Score Point 3 

The essay represents a satisfactory writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

The organizing structure of the essay is, for the most part, appropriate to the 
purpose and responsive to the specific demands of the prompt. The essay is 
clear because the writer uses organizational strategies that are adequately 
suited to the expository task. 

The writer establishes a clear central idea. Most ideas are related to the 
central idea and are focused on the topic specified in the prompt. The essay 
is coherent, though it may not always be unified due to minor lapses in 
focus. 

The writer’s progression of ideas is generally logical and controlled. For the 
most part, transitions are meaningful, and sentence-to-sentence connections 
are sufficient to support the flow of the essay and show the relationships 
among ideas. 

Development of Ideas 

The development of ideas is sufficient because the writer uses details and 
examples that are specific and appropriate, adding some substance to the 
essay. 

The essay reflects some thoughtfulness. The writer’s response to the prompt 
is original rather than formulaic. The writer develops the essay in a manner 
that demonstrates a good understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

The writer’s word choice is, for the most part, clear and specific. It reflects an 
awareness of the expository purpose and establishes a tone appropriate to 
the task. The word choice usually contributes to the quality and clarity of the 
essay. 

Sentences are varied and adequately controlled, for the most part  
contributing to the effectiveness of the essay.  

The writer demonstrates an adequate command of sentence boundaries and 
age-appropriate spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage 
conventions. Although some errors may be evident, they create few (if any) 
disruptions in the fluency of the writing, and they do not affect the clarity of 
the essay. 

Texas Education Agency
Student Assessment Division

March 2015



STAAR Grade 4
March 2015 Expository — 9

Score Point 3
In this essay, the writer’s central idea is that she looks forward to a spring break trip to Oregon. She 
develops this central idea by presenting two reasons why Oregon will be “the best vacation ever” 
(getting to go snowboarding and getting to visit her grandparents). In the paragraph about why 
snowboarding will be so much fun, the details and word choice are specific and add some substance 
to the development. Although the writer’s explanation of her upcoming visit with her grandparents 
could be more detailed and specific, the development overall is sufficient. The writer attempts to 
link her reasons by asking a rhetorical question at the beginning of paragraph three (Do you know 
what else I’m going to do in Oregon?). While this transition could be stronger, it does adequately 
connect the two reasons.     



STAAR Grade 4
March 2015 Expository — 10

Score Point 3
The writer establishes the clear central idea that he wants to own a pet in the future. 
To support the central idea, the writer introduces different types of pets, focusing on 
the characteristics that make them interesting and irresistible. The writer’s obvious 
enthusiasm for his subject makes the essay engaging. Although transitions would 
make the sentence-to-sentence connections clearer, the relationships between ideas are 
logical. The tone of the essay is appropriate for expository writing, and the writer’s 
command of conventions is adequate for this age level. Overall, this essay represents a 
satisfactory writing performance. 
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Score Point 3
In this satisfactory essay, the writer uses a conversation with his mother to introduce the central idea that his 
future goal is to visit all fifty states. He develops this idea by explaining the many ways he would benefit from 
visiting different states. The progression of ideas is generally logical and controlled, though the movement 
from sentence to sentence could be stronger. In addition, the development is thoughtful but uneven. In some 
places, his explanation is enhanced by specific details and examples that add some substance to the essay 
(I could see all kinds of cool and historic places, like the Liberty Bell and maybe even the White House). 
However, not all benefits are developed with equal specificity (learning about different cultures, trying new 
foods). The writer effectively concludes the essay by contrasting a hypothetical future plan (taking a big ten-
state trip) with his current strategy (visiting one state at a time). 
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Score Point 3
In this concise essay, the writer uses the introduction to establish her favorite reason for wanting 
to go on a Disney Cruise. Her narrow focus on the water slide enables the writer to clearly explain 
and sufficiently develop the reasons why the water slide is appealing. Specific details (the water slide 
goes off  the boat . . . looking down at the buetiful ocean water makes it 50x better) add substance 
to the essay, and the writer’s enthusiasm makes the response engaging (That slide is gonna make me 
feel like a falcon flying through the sky). Slight repetition about loving “fast stuff” creates a minor 
lapse in focus, but for the most part, the essay moves smoothly and logically. Overall, the clear word 
choice, good control of sentences, and command of conventions strengthen the presentation of 
ideas.
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Score Point 4 

The essay represents an accomplished writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

The organizing structure of the essay is clearly appropriate to the purpose 
and responsive to the specific demands of the prompt. The essay is skillfully 
crafted because the writer uses organizational strategies that are particularly 
well suited to the expository task. 

The writer establishes a clear central idea. All ideas are strongly related to 
the central idea and are focused on the topic specified in the prompt. By 
sustaining this focus, the writer is able to create an essay that is unified and 
coherent. 

The writer’s progression of ideas is logical and well controlled. Meaningful 
transitions and strong sentence-to-sentence connections enhance the flow of 
the essay by clearly showing the relationships among ideas, making the 
writer’s train of thought easy to follow. 

Development of Ideas 

The development of ideas is effective because the writer uses details and 
examples that are specific and well chosen, adding substance to the essay. 

The essay is thoughtful and engaging. The writer may choose to use his/her 
unique experiences or view of the world as a basis for writing or to connect 
ideas in interesting ways. The writer develops the essay in a manner that 
demonstrates a thorough understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

The writer’s word choice is purposeful and precise. It reflects a keen 
awareness of the expository purpose and maintains a tone appropriate to the 
task. The word choice strongly contributes to the quality and clarity of the 
essay. 

Sentences are purposeful, varied, and well controlled, enhancing the  
effectiveness of the essay.  

The writer demonstrates a consistent command of sentence boundaries and 
age-appropriate spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage 
conventions. Although minor errors may be evident, they do not detract from 
the fluency of the writing or the clarity of the essay. The overall strength of 
the conventions contributes to the effectiveness of the essay. 
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Score Point 4
In this accomplished writing performance, the writer states that she has always dreamed 
of standing on the 1st-place podium at the Olympics. The writer creates a unified and 
coherent essay by narrowly focusing on the personal commitment she has made to 
achieve this dream (I have dedicated 8 years of my life so far to training. Sometimes I 
see my coach more than my own dad!). The writer’s reflections on her own training and 
dedication add substance to the development and make the writing thoughtful. Specific 
word choice and well-controlled sentences (including the purposeful fragments that 
follow the central idea) strongly contribute to the quality of this concise essay.  



STAAR Grade 4
March 2015 Expository — 14

Score Point 4
This accomplished writing performance is focused on going to Palo Duro Canyon. The writer 
provides specific and well-chosen details about things he will do there (watch a play and take a 
hike). The writer’s explanation of the hike to Lighthouse Rock is particularly effective, as he weaves 
together various aspects of the hiking experience—from the physical demands of the hike to the 
appearance of the boulder to the wildlife and flowers that can be seen there. The writer’s use of 
meaningful transitions allows him to build this development from sentence to sentence and makes 
his train of thought easy to follow. Although the introduction and conclusion are perfunctory, the 
body of the essay is original and reflects a thorough understanding of the expository writing task. 
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Score Point 4
In this accomplished writing performance, the writer states that her purpose in life is to be the best animator. 
The progression of ideas is logical and well controlled as she explains why achieving this goal is important to 
her. The writer uses a chronological organizational strategy to develop the first part of her essay, beginning 
with her early preparation for animating by “practicing [her] drawing skills” to her interest in animating for 
YouTube and collaborating with other animators. The writer’s ability to reflect on her desire to become an 
animator makes the essay particularly thoughtful (I think we all have a chance at doing something amazing 
for the world, all I really want to do is make the world laugh. We all have a purpose in life mine is to be the 
best animator). In addition, both the introduction and the conclusion add substance to the explanation, and 
the writer’s purposeful and precise word choice enhances the quality and clarity of the essay.
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Score Point 4
In this accomplished essay, the writer “can’t stop thinking about wanting to go to Egypt.” The writer 
sustains focus by explaining the appeal of Egypt and sharing his unique experiences of learning 
hieroglyphics and assorted other facts about the country’s history and mythology. The writer’s zeal 
for the subject matter is evident throughout. The specific, well-chosen examples and the writer’s 
reflections and insights make the essay unique and engaging. The writer’s precise and purposeful 
word choice and strong conventions further contribute to the overall quality of the essay.   
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